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ABSTRACT 

Despite disagreement on other f uhdameh tal issues, 
most contemporary theories of emotion suggest that one cohseguence of 
emotional experience is some profound^ if temporary^ change in the 
way in which the self is experienced in the einot ion-eVbking 
situation. Both clinical and laboratory^ d have demonstrated the 
power of self-focused attention to determine the quality of 
experience^ Self-focused attention, in turn^ reflects the operation 
of a hypothesized cogn it ive structure ( the seif-:5chema ) which directs 
the processing of information relevant to the self . The self-schema 
appears to play a powerful role in directing attention^ retrieval ^ 
arid other aspects of information processing. When the self-schema %s 
activated, experience becomes intensified; when attention is directed 
away frbm the self, there is a corresponding attenuation in intensity 
bf experience. If the operation of the self-scheiha is more closely 
examined, it should be possible to determine that in those situations 
in whi(?h self-fbcused attehtibh occurs ,: experience has an emotional 
character. Emotibnal experience needs tb be redefihed in, terms of 
self -awareness because the felatibnship between embtich as it is 
immediately experienced (felt emotibfi) and other emotibnal processes 
has not been spelled out adequately in either the theoretical br 
research literature. There is evidence implicating self -awareness as 
a crucial variable in determining felt emotion. There is insufficient 
evidence that any other construct can be as broadly or productively 
applied to a description of felt emotion. (JAC) 
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The Cbrlcept of Self in Emotion theory^ 



StephariieA. Shields 
University of California Davis 



Despite disagri-erftint on other fundamental issues, most contemporary 

theories of emotion explicitly or implicitly suggest that one cons eq ue nee of 
emotional experience is some profound, if temporary, change in the way in which 
Self is experienced in the emotion-evoking situation. In this paper, I will 
summarize what we presently know about self-awareness and the concept of Self 
and apply it to major contemporary theories of emotion, I will then suggest an 
alternate view of the role played by . self -awareness in emotional experience- I 
will demonstrate that the evidence favoring a reinterpretation of the link 
between emotion and $elf-awareness suggests that change in self-awareness is 
not simply a result or correlate of emotion, but rather, that self -awareness is 
the essential quality of the experience of emotion. 



today there are over twenty major psychological theories of human 
emotion (Strongman, 1978), the relationship between Self and emotion, when it 
is considered, is described in one of two ways. In the first, special 
qualities of self-awareness are treated as a product of_specific kinds of 
emotional experience (e.g. , Bull,. 1951, 1958; Izard, 1977; Lazarus , Kanner, & 
Folkraan, 1980). In this modei^ for example, positive emotion may produce 
positive self-regard:, whereas negative emotions should have an opposite effect. 
A second view is that change in self -awareness is a symptom or component of 
emotional consciousness generally, and is, as such, one of several factors 
which defines experience (e.g.^ Soioraon, 1976; Leverithal, 1974). Consistent 
with this approach is the description of specific emotions as composites of 
self-assessnent , situational cues, power-status relations, arid other discrete 
variables which Interact to define them. 

A quite different view of the relationship between self-awareness and 
enibtibrial experience is provided when three other areas of research are 
considered. Consequences of self-focused attention have been studied by both 
practitioners arid by social psychologists, and cognitive psychologists have 
begun to investigate the role of one's self-definition in information 
processing. Developments in these areas suggest the need to reexamirie the 
relatidriship of self-awareness to emot ional experience* The research results 
favor a view of that relationship which stresses the fundamental importance of 
self-awareness as the quality which makes expe rtence /'eraot ional . *" 



Paper presented at the meetings of the American Psychological Associatibri, 
Anaheim, 1^83. This is a wbrfcirig draft, please do not quote without 
permission. Goraments are welcome. Mailing address: Department of PsychblbRy 
University of Gallfbrriia, Davis, CA 95616. 
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Theri.'Search of pract it toners is the first area whicli provides evidence of 
the special experLental: qualities of :self-:awareness . Clinical literature 
empiiasizes the heed to redirect self -pe rcep t ion or reduce self-av/arenes s if 
one's efforts to inanage or alter emotional experience are to be effective 
(e.g., Ziller, 19 71;^ Andrews, 1977). For iexample , Spielberger and his 
colleagues (Spieiberger, Anton, & Bedell, 1976) have found that the most 
effective technique for control of test anxiety is a redirection of attention 
toward the task and away from oneself. Altering one's focus of a:ttentioni not 
by directing it away from the problem, but by directing it away from oneself oi 
phahgirig its quality as it refers to oneself, clearly has an effect on the 
individualVs emotional status. This effect would riot be predicted by current 
emotion theories as summarized above. If particular qualities of 
self-awareness are products of emotion, as some eraotidri theories suggest ^ 
efforts to change or reduce self awareness should neither be riecessary nor 
sufficient to produce change in emotion. It is not logically consistent to 
assign a_ causal role to the product. if, as other emotion theories suggest^ 
self-evaluation is one of a set of componemis- which define erabtibrial 
experience^ but with no special or greater capacity to cblbr experience than 
ariy other component of emotion, efforts at change in self-evaluation should not 
be expected tb be any more effective in producing emotional change thari would , 
be variatibri iri ariy other component. 

Wliat alterriate view of sel f -awarenes s in emotion would be consistent with 
the clinical firidirigs? The effectiveness df altering self-directed attentibri 
can be explairied if the rela t ions hip between self-perception and emotional 
experience is cbrisidered as other than the simple consequence or comfoneiic of 
emotion experience. I suggest that if some quality or kind of se If -awareness 

f uridatTierital quality of what we recognize in ourselves as 
•'emotional" experience. In other wbrds, felt emotion may be best understood as 

of self-awareness, ribt as the consequence of appraisal of some emotion 
object, nor as epiphenomerial tb specific patterns of neural excitation, nor as 
the aggregate of internal and exterrial cbgniti ve cues. Thus, change in 
self-awareness would be effective iri -altering emotional experience when it 
invoives altering the individual's esseritial experience of self vis-a-vis the 
emotion object. 

^ s^co^^ ^^rea of research suggests the efficacy of reevaluating the role of 
self-awareness in emotion and equating felt erabtibri with some fundamental 
quality of self-awareness. Tn recent years there has been a revival of 
interest among social psychologists iri the cbritents and organization of concept 
of Self. They have pa id part icular atterit ibri to the tendency to attend to 
oneself and to focus on one's own thoughts, appearance, and activities. The 
tendency to become self-aware, whether because of an enduring personality trait 
or temporary situational factors, is referred tb as self-fbcused attention. 
Both situational and dispositional self-focused attentibri have a pronounced 
effect on behavioral and self-report measures of embtibri. In a_series of 
studies Carver and Scheier and their colleagues (summarized in Carver & 
Scheier, 1981), have shown that if self-focused attentibri is induced by 
^ricluding amirror in the experimental situation, sigriificarit effects on fear, 
ariger, repulsion/attraction, and depression are obtained. Iri bne study, for 
example^ Carver and Scheier (1977) selected snake phobic arid ribnphobic iubjects 
on the basis of questionnaire responses. Subjects were asked tb approach and 
pick up a nonpoisonoiis snake contained in ari aquarium. fflien self-focused 
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artent ion was induced by the presence of a mirror, phobic subjects reported 
inore fear and withdrew from the taslc earlier. All nonphobic subjects completed 
the tasic^ bat those in the mlrrof condition reported significantly more fear 
tlian other nonphoblcs. Carver arid Schieiier's studies consistently point to a 
relat lonsiiip between occurrence of self-focused attention and the experience of 
emotion. If emotional experience can be cdristrued as fundamentally a state of 
.self-Tfocused attent ion, then there should be a rela t ionr, hip between measures of 
the tendency to becojne self-aware and frequency and/br iintensity of emotion 
episodes. tn our own lab we have, in f act , obt ained a significant positive 
relationship between tendency to becoTO self-aware as measured by the Private 
Self-Consciousness Scale (Buss, 1980) arid self-reports of emotional 
^^P^^'^^siveness and frequency of emotion for both sexes (Shields & Lathom, 

Work on the social psychology of Self as a cbris truer, has borrowed the 
concept of schema from a third area of research, cognitive psychology, to 
explain the apparent organizing rote of self in informatibri processing. The 
construct of a self-schema has special relevance to understanding emotional 
experience becauie it can be used to describe cbriditibris under which self- 
relevant cognitions should have an affective quality arid the factbrs which 
determine the evaluative dimension of seif-related cbgriitioris. Neisser (1976) 
.defines schemas as dynamic, internal structures, specific to the percept, which 
direct attention^ organize and interpret information, and direct behavior 
accordingly. The schema continually ts modified via ass irailat ibn and 
accomnrida t ibri as it bpe rates. 

xne concept of a self-schema as a fundamental component of personality 
occasidrially is incorporated into theories of personality (e.g., Epstein, 
L973), bur empirical investigations of the dimensions and operation of a' 
self-scliema have brily begun to appear recently. Not only is there evidence for 
the existence of such a ichema (Markus, 1977^ Roge rs , Roge rs , & Kuiper, 1979), 
the schema appears tb direct processing and recall of information directly 
relevant to the self (Kendzierski , 1980). 

To summarize the empirical' data^ both clinical work and laboratory studies 
have demonstrated the pbwer of self-focused attention to determine the quality 
of experience. Self-focused attention, in turn, reflects the operation of ari 
hypothesized cognitive structure (the self-schema) which- di rect s the 
processesing of informatibri relevant to the Self. The self-schema appears tb 
play a powerful role in directing atttention, retrieval, and other aspects bf 
information processing. Wheri the self-ichema is activated experience becomes 
intensified^ when attention is directed av/ay from one*s self there is a 
cprresponding attenuation in intensity of experience. These results suggest 
that if the operation of the self-schema is more closely examined we should 
find that it is precisely those situations in which self-focused attent ioi 
occurs that experience has an embtibrial character. 

Up to this point i have focused bri the evidence tihal suggests v/e should 
take a new look at self-awareness in embtibnal experience. to conclude my talk 
I would like briefly to turn my atteritibri tb two questions that I've so far 
left unanswered. First, why does embtibrial experience need to be redefined ~ 
whether in terras of self-awareness br ariy bther construct? Second, what are 
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cbhrt tucts/prbcesses Fcrr this redef init ton? 

Why does emotional experience need to be redef Inod? The relationship 
biitweeh emotion as it is immediately experienced (felt emotion) and other 
emotion processes, including perception of bgdliy change, labeling ct; 
subjective state, and attempts at emotion di ssimai^t ion or management r>rag not 
been adequately spelled OMt in either the theoretical or the research p 
literature. Moreover^ if we wish to giin precis ion in tinde rsta riding the 
interaction between emotional experience and other interpersonal processes, 
such as socialization^ or dyadic interaction, we need better understanding of 
mechanisms -that may mediate that interaction, 

s 

Why represent experience in terms of self-awareness rather than some other 
process? Self-awar eriess is_a recognized component of emotion experience in 
most theories of erabtidri. There is much evidence, some of which I summarized 
above (social psychology of the Self; clinical management of emotion 
experience; self-schema thoery), which implicates seif-awareness as a nrucial 
variable in determiriirig felt emotion. At this tim:e i do not believe there is 
sufficient evidence that any other construct can be as broadly or as 
productively applied to a description of felt'emot ion. Furtherntore , if one 
accepts the validity of traditional research strategies, there are 
methodological advantages in selecting a variable which has a long research 
Wfltory, that has been bperationalized in a number of ways, and which has 
produced a literature that is a rich source for deriving testable hypotheses 
regarding the seif-awareness/ethbt ion relationship. 
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